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43. Inspiring a nation to lead the world in science through public engagement? 
The role of STEM research centres
R. A. Schibeci, D. Boyd, M. Buizer & C. Baudains, Centre of Excellence for Climate 
Change Woodland and Forest Health, Murdoch University, Australia
Recent research in science communication has assumed a shift from the ‘public understan-
ding of science’ to ‘public engagement with science’, or from ‘deficit’ to ‘democracy’ (Irwin 
2006). Evidence of this shift is found, for example, in the European Union-commissioned 
report that had amongst its mandates (Felt et al, 2007, p.9): ‘How to further the stated EU 
commitment to improve the involvement of diverse elements of democratic civil society in 
European science and governance’. 
Given that many scientists work in science (more broadly, in science, mathematics, engi-
neering and mathematics, STEM) research centres, it is appropriate to investigate how ‘en-
gagement’ issues are understood in such centres.  Neresini and Bucchi (2010) analysed 40 
European research centres in terms of their ‘engagement activities’. Their analysis led them 
to conclude that “it is a culture of public engagement that still seems to be lacking among 
most research institutions in Europe” (p. 14).
Is this the case beyond Europe? The research question this paper examines is: How do Au-
stralian STEM centres regard public engagement? 
Engagement: The Australian STEM research centre context
We initially examined a number of Australian science research centre websites, with these 
questions: (1) what, if any, statements the centre made about public engagement; (2) whe-
ther the centre had a dedicated science communicator; and, (3) whether the centre had a 
social science research program which complemented the science program(s). 
The centres reviewed were in three groups, funded by one of three funding agencies. The 
first two are national funding agencies:  the Australian Research Council (ARC) and the Co-
operative Research Centres (CRC); the third is a group funded by the Western Australian 
Centres of Excellence program.
We selected 12 research centres; interviews were conducted with the self-nominated com-
munication person in each centre to learn about different interpretations of engagement. 
The interviews were semi-structured and comprised 12 questions. To understand different 
interpretations of communication and engagement, respondents were asked to describe 
their communication and engagement activities including the types of groups that they en-
gage with, methods used and what this is about. They were also asked to give their opinion 
about the purpose of the communication from the centre’s perspective. 
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What did they say?
The interviews suggest that communication about research has become part and parcel of 
Australian science research centres. Of 12 centres that we have approached, the individuals 
interviewed included five individuals with an institutionalised responsibility for the commu-
nication dimension of the centre (e.g., communications manager/officer/director, commu-
nity awareness program manager and knowledge exchange manager), five individuals from 
senior management (e.g., chief executive office, chief operating officer or centre director) 
and two business managers.
We distinguish four main ways in which the respondents talk about communication. These 
are connected to discourses of (1) ‘communication for funding’ (which concentrates on com-
munication in the relationship between research organization and funding organization); (2) 
sender - receiver/ innovator - end-user relationships; (3) communication ability (scientists 
as ‘bad communicators’); and, (4) ‘public education’. We will illustrate these discourses by 
means of pertinent quotes, and we will reflect on how these categories relate to models of 
science communication. Interviewees are identified below as R1, R2 and so on.
Not surprisingly, the self-nominated communication person adopted a ‘communication lan-
guage’: 
At the CRC program level we were also questioned about money put into non science 
areas… proportion of money going into communication activities (R1).
I’m the second person who has been in this role, the aim or goal there was that they 
get… communication [side of things happening so that they could get the] tick in the 
box when ARC came to review us. Not necessarily the first thing that they think of… 
ARC’s expectation that there is some kind of communication, this centre has made 
sure that they satisfied that by employing me (R2).
Another respondent emphasized the importance of discovering ‘context’ to make the outco-
mes of research usable:
… really important to realise that unless you put your research into context and that 
you have a dialogue with the practitioners so that they understand the research and 
they under the practice so you can work out …(R5)
The governance of the STEM research centres, from a business point of view, is often organi-
zed rather well, with professionals in communication engaging in the business communica-
tion. They are particularly doing well in cases where there is sufficient funding for this kind of 
task, which seem to be more the case for centres funded by the Australian Research Council 
(ARC) and the Cooperative Research Centres (CRC) than for those funded by the Western 
Australian Centres of Excellence program. 
However, most of the professionals that we have interviewed expressed concerns about the 
communicative abilities of the researchers working in their centres. In the majority of the 
interviews, there was a quite pronounced distancing of the persons responsible for commu-
nication and the researchers, whom they viewed as ‘bad communicators’. This may be a form 
of silent resistance on the part of the researchers rather than them necessarily being ‘bad 
communicators’. Some of the communications people acknowledge this:
There was definitely a lot of resistance from scientists to be more involved in actually 
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having to participate in adoption there is no reward for them… (R1).
Generally their [researchers] personality type not suited, not comfortable, their or-
ganisation doesn’t support and often actively blocks it… real issue in terms of com-
munication… the key thing is bringing the researcher alive… they are incredibly pas-
sionate… if you can tap into that you can make a difference…I think the disjunct 
between research and practice is the biggest obstacle (R5).
This has demonstrated the importance of making a distinction between the people responsi-
ble for communication in a STEM research centre and the researchers themselves, to assess 
whether the researchers echo the business model type of interaction or whether their appro-
ach to communication is rather different.
Science communication ‘as engagement’ is different from communication ‘for business’. Al-
though more research is needed and generalizing is always risky, it seems safe to conclude 
that science governance in Australia seems to be much more about the latter than the for-
mer. 
This ‘business communication’ theme was manifest in a number of sub-themes, among 
which were: 
• Communication as instrumental to selling;
• Communication happens at the end of research (output); and, 
• Separation of users and providers of knowledge.
Under-pinning these themes were the following 
• Institutional fixes (e.g. communications person) instead of communication being em-
bedded;
• Scientists/ researchers perceived as ‘bad communicators’;
• Legitimacy derived from economic development (commerce department) not public 
good; and, 
• “Government is not involved”: question of relevance to policy or implementation.
Conclusion
Our findings suggest that, in Australia at least, the approach of the science centres in our 
sample is dominated by a business model of communication with the following characteristi-
cs: communication as instrumental to selling; communication happens at the end of research 
(output); and, separation of users and providers of knowledge. 
This business model of communication is consistent with a ‘deficit model’ identified in much 
science communication research. This model has been widely criticised by ‘public engage-
ment with science’ researchers, who have proposed ‘dialogue’ models of communication, in 
which citizens work actively with science knowledge, as well as drawing on knowledge which 
is specific to a local context. Even more recently, a ‘co-creation’ model of communication has 




Communication in science centres thus legitimises the ‘deficit model’, and so is at odds with 
the ‘public engagement with science’ research agenda of the past decade. We stress here 
that our analysis is based on the views of the person designated as most responsible for 
communication. 
Finally, we can legitimately ask, what is the significance of this situation? Clearly, if we believe 
interested citizens have the right to participate meaningfully in decision-making, as many pu-
blic engagement with science researchers claim, the continuing dominance of deficit models 
of science communication will not permit this. We are currently investigating the views of 
communication and engagement held by research funding bodies (Palmer & Schibeci, 2012) 
and scientists (Schibeci & Williams, 2012) to see whether deficit models dominate in those 
two instances.
The inaugural science communication report Inspiring Australia: a national strategy for en-
gagement with the sciences (2010) speaks largely in terms of communicating science to the 
public, but ‘engagement’ seems to be conceptualised in a rudimentary fashion. We need 
a clear understanding of what science funding bodies, science centres and scientists think 
about engagement if we are to move further away from a deficit model of communication to 
a more inclusive and effective approach. 
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